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Ed Beese's [1] article upholding the use of 'data' as a singular 
noun elicited the following comment from Dr. Paul Johnston 
(Greenpeace International Research Laboratories, Dept, of Bio¬ 
logical Sciences, University of Exeter): 


In scientific, philosophical and general use, this word is usually 
considered to denote a number of items and is thus treated as a 
plural with 'datum' as the singular. In computing and allied sub¬ 
jects (and sometimes in general use) it is treated as a mass (or 
collective) noun and used with words like 'this', 'that', and 'much', 
with singular verbs, e.g. 'useful data has been collected' ( The Con¬ 
cise Oxford Dictionary). 


Dr. Johnston pointed out that 'datum', the singular form of 
'data', is still in common use, especially as part of 'datum point', 
meaning a fixed reference point in, inter alia, archaeology, con¬ 
struction, or surveying. 

Because the correct use of 'data' is very important in the Int J 
LCA context, we thought it was worthwhile to take a look at 
how the word is treated by authorities on English style and 
usage. Here is what we found. 

Before the advent of computers, 'data', an English word of Latin 
origin, was considered a plural noun having 'datum' as its sin¬ 
gular form. For example, Chambers's Twentieth Century Dic¬ 
tionary of the English Language, 1925 [2], defines 'data' thus: 


Data. n. pi. facts given or admitted from which other facts may be 
deduced: - sing. Datum. [L. datum, data , given - dare, to give.] 


After World War Two, the singular use of 'data' became wide¬ 
spread in computing and also in ordinary speech - showing 
possibly the great excitement among people over advances in 
computer technology. The word's meaning expanded to include 
'information' (uncountable) as well as 'facts' (countable). Since 
then, language experts on both sides of the Atlantic have been 
debating the legitimacy of the new usage. "The use of 'data' as 
if it were a singular noun is a common solecism," claims the 
former New York Times editor Theodore Bernstein in his The 
Careful Writer, 1965 (quoted by Day [3]); but the British nov¬ 
elist Kingsley Amis [4] remarks, "Yes, by origin plural only, by 
usage irreversibly singular." The British Longman Guide to Eng¬ 
lish Usage [5], however, notes that in formal writing, it is better 
to treat the word as plural; and Webster's Ninth New Colle¬ 
giate Dictionary (American) says plural use is much more com¬ 
mon than singular use. 

Of particular interest to us were comments from two of the 
world’s leading experts on scientific writing. According to 
Michael Alley [6]: 


The word data is a plural form of datum, a Latin word. Because 
datum is seldom used as the singular form, many sources con¬ 
sider data acceptable as either singular or plural. Some conserva¬ 
tives, though, refuse to accept this word as singular. If you need a 
singular form and do not want to distract your conservative audi¬ 
ence, spend an extra word and write data point. 


Robert Day [3], a professor of English and a former managing 
editor of the Journal of Bacteriology (American Society for 
Microbiology), observes: 


The problem is severe in scientific writing, especially in biology, 
because so many of our words are, or derived from, Latin. Most of 
these words retain their Latin plurals; at least they do so when 
used by careful writers. 

Many of these words (e.g., data, media) have entered popular 
speech, where the Latin "a" plural ending is simply not recognized 
as a plural. Most people habitually use "data is" constructions and 
probably have never used the real singular, datum. Unfortunately, 
this lax usage has become so common outside science that even 
some dictionaries tolerate it. 


So, the confusion is not so much between Latin and English as 
it is between scientific and unscientific use of the word. Al¬ 
though the modern tendency is to treat 'data' as a singular noun 
('data is available'), in scientific use - particularly in biology, 
which owes much more to Latin than does computing or every¬ 
day language - we should keep the tradition alive and treat 
'data' (= 'facts', 'values') as a plural noun ('data are available'). 
Let us also remember that the key characteristic of science writ¬ 
ing is clarity [3] and that 'data is' constructions are likely to 
confuse many foreign speakers of English. Until singular use 
supersedes plural use in scientific discourse, 'data are' construc¬ 
tions will remain familiar and unambiguous. 

The discussion is not closed, and your opinions are very welcome: 

Shall we at Int J LCA adopt a 'data are' policy f 
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